magazines, such as Dairy Field and Dairy Foods, which are primarily read by processors and suppliers in the dairy food industry.
Dannon is not alone in using promotional materials that consumers do not understand. In some cases, advertisements describe technical details that are only appreciated by experts in the product domain to which the ads pertain. Other attribute descriptions, however, may be "puffery." That is, they purport to be of great importance but are actually inconsequential and often meaningless. Although these latter descriptions have no actual implications for the quality of the product being advertised, they can nevertheless have an impact on consumers' evaluations of it.
The nature of this impact is not completely clear, however. Carpenter, Glazer, and Nakamoto (1994) , for example, found that irrelevant attribute descriptions (e.g., "Alpine class" down fill) increased consumers' evaluations of a down jacket if they distinguished the jacket from the products made by competitors. Other studies, however, have found that providing irrelevant product information can decrease evaluations of a product's effectiveness (Meyvis and Janiszewski 2002; Simonson, Carmon, and O'Curry 1994) . The present research provides insight into the nature of these apparently inconsistent effects and why they occur.
Although puffery could have an influence for many reasons (Broniarczyk and Gershoff 2003; Brown and Carpenter 2000 ; for a review, see Kardes, Posavac, and Cronley [2004] ), its impact can often be traced to consumers' tendency to interpret product information in a manner that is consistent with normative principles of social communication (Grice 1975; Sperber and Wilson 1986 ; for applications of this principle on conceptualizing responses to advertising information, see Hung and Wyer [2008] and Johar [1995] ). For example, communications are normally intended to provide new and relevant information that the recipient does not already have, and recipients spontaneously apply this principle when they first encounter a message and try to interpret it. If consumers assume that advertisements conform to this principle, they may infer that the presence of puffery in the ad is intended to provide important information even though they do not personally understand its implications.
However, an additional, domain-specific normative principle can sometimes be invoked as well. That is, advertisements are intended to persuade recipients to purchase the product being advertised (Campbell and Kirmani 2008; Friestad and Wright 1994, 1995) . Persuasiveness and informativeness are not necessarily incompatible. That is, an ad can be persuasive by providing new and useful information about a product's desirable attributes and consumers may perceive this persuasion approach to be legitimate. In this case, persuasion may be effective (Sagarin et al. 2002) . However, if consumers perceive that an advertisement is intended only to persuade them and not to inform them, they may question the legitimacy of the persuasive communication. As a result, they are likely to resist being influenced by it, and so the ad will have little effect (Papageorgis 1968; Petty and Cacioppo 1979) . In fact, it might induce reactance (Brehm 1966 ) and have a negative, boomerang effect on product evaluations (Campbell and Kirmani 2008) .
We took these principles into account in conceptualizing the impact of puffery on consumers' reactions to a print ad. In doing so, we considered the combined effects of two factors: (a) consumers' perception of their knowledge about the type of product being advertised relative to others whom the ad was intended to influence and (b) the media context in which the ad is encountered. We assumed that these factors would have interactive effects on perceptions of the implications of puffery and, therefore, on the impact of ads that contained it. The nature of these effects is elaborated in the section to follow.
THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
The Impact of Puffery on Choice and Evaluation Many characteristics of a product description (e.g., relevance, ambiguity, triviality, validity, etc.) can influence its informativeness (for a review, see Shimp and Preston [1981] ). However, its informativeness also depends on the knowledge of the recipient. Some descriptions (e.g., "Brand X toothpaste cleans the teeth") are self-evident to everyone. Others provide technical details that would only be informative to people with specialized knowledge about the type of product being promoted. Puffery, however, differs from each of these types. Although puffery (e.g., "Alpine class" down fill) purports to convey new and important information, its actual implications are unclear to experts and novices alike.
Some research suggests that, when information about a product is clearly irrelevant to an evaluation of its quality, it can have a negative effect on this evaluation (Meyvis and Janiszewski 2002; Simonson et al. 1994) . Participants in this research may have inferred that the irrelevant information was intended only to persuade them to buy the product rather than to inform them about its quality, and so they reacted negatively to it. In many cases, however, consumers experience difficulty distinguishing between relevant and irrelevant product information (Hutchinson and Alba 1991) . Carpenter et al. (1994) , for example, found that a brand was judged more favorably when it was distinguished from other products by an irrelevant attribute. The interpretation of such an attribute can also depend in part on its context. For example, the value that consumers assign to objectively irrelevant attributes may increase with the price of the product (Carpenter et al. 1994) or brand equity (Broniarczyk and Gershoff 2003) .
When attribute descriptions are ambiguous, consumers could interpret them in two ways. On the one hand, they could infer that the attributes refer to technical details that they personally do not understand but that are likely to be informative to those persons who are more knowledgeable than they are. On the other hand, they could view the attribute descriptions as objectively irrelevant (i.e., puffery) and as intended only to persuade. Which reaction they have may depend in part on the media context in which the ad is encountered (e.g., the type of magazine in which the ad is found).
General Principles of Communication
Recipients of a communication typically assume that the communicator intends to convey new and relevant information (Grice 1975; Higgins 1981; Schwarz 1994 Schwarz , 1996 . Therefore, if they believe that the message's literal meaning conveys such information, they may accept its implications without questioning its validity (Wyer 2004 ; but for a contingency, see Anand and Sternthal [1988] and Hung and Wyer [2008] ).
In some cases, however, a communication may appear to violate the informativeness principle. This can occur either if (a) the communication is redundant with what the recipient already knows or (b) its literal meaning is unclear. In this event, recipients who assume that the communicator wishes to be informative may try to construe the message's intended meaning (Wyer and Gruenfeld 1995) . For example, suppose an advertisement asserts that "Brand X contains hydratropine." Recipients have no idea what hydratropine is. If they assume that the statement is intended to provide new (and presumably favorable) information about the product, they may infer that hydratropine is desirable and that other products do not have it. By the same token, the equally meaningless assertion "X contains no hydratropine" might stimulate recipients to infer that hydratropine is undesirable and that other brands do have it (Wyer 2004 ).
Source-Specific Communication Principles
The communication axioms proposed by Grice (1975) are theoretically applied spontaneously in interpreting communications in general. However, other principles concerning a communicator's intentions are specific to the context in which the communication is encountered. When a communication appears to violate the more general principles of communication proposed by Grice, recipients may invoke these context-specific principles in an attempt to construe an intended meaning. This meaning, in turn, may be influenced by the communicator's ostensible objectives (for reviews of the effects of sources' communication goals on the impact of a message, see Chaiken and Maheswaran [1994] and Johnson, Maio, and Smith-McLallen [2005] ).
A study by Gruenfeld and Wyer (1992) exemplifies this contingency. Participants read a series of statements, some of which asserted the validity of a proposition that they already assumed to be true. When the statements were ostensibly taken from a newspaper, participants assumed that they were intended to convey new information and reinterpreted their implications in a way that made the statements informative. When the same statements were ostensibly taken from an encyclopedia, however, participants assumed that their purpose was simply to record archival knowledge. Consequently, similar effects did not occur.
A different principle comes into play in the case of advertisements. Ads are intended to persuade. If consumers who read an advertisement invoke this principle, they are likely to question the ad's implications. As already noted, the intention to inform and the intention to persuade are not incompatible. If consumers perceive that an ad is attempting to persuade by providing new information about the product it is promoting, they may consider the persuasive attempt to be legitimate. However, this is not always the case.
Suppose the ad contains puffery descriptions that consumers may not understand. Because the informativeness principle seems to be violated, consumers may invoke the more specific principle that ads are intended to persuade. In some cases, they may infer that the ad content is intended to persuade by providing new and important information about the product but that they personally do not have sufficient knowledge to appreciate its implications. In such cases, the puffery could have a positive influence on their evaluations of the product. However, suppose consumers infer that the product descriptions are intended only to persuade and not to inform. Then, they may experience reactance because they perceive the persuasion to be illegitimate (Brehm 1966) . That is, they may react negatively to the puffery and evaluate the product less favorably than they otherwise would have done (Campbell and Kirmani 2008; Papageorgis 1968; Petty and Cacioppo 1979) .
Perceptions of Persuasive Intent
The preceding considerations suggest that the effect of using puffery in an ad will depend on whether recipients perceive that it is intended to be informative or only to persuade. What determines these perceptions? An obvious factor is the trustworthiness or credibility of the advertiser. If the manufacturer is well known to produce inferior products or if consumers have other reasons to believe the ad is deceptive, they may assume a priori that the ad is likely to be misleading. This assumption might lead them to question the credibility of all product attributes regardless of whether they can understand them. Thus, they may generally invoke their persuasion knowledge and react negatively to both the ad and the product it promotes.
When consumers have no a priori basis for questioning the credibility of the advertiser, however, their reactions to puffery may depend on other factors. Of particular importance may be the extent to which consumers believe they know more or less about the type of product than others whom the ad is designed to influence. Suppose consumers perceive themselves to be less knowledgeable about the product than the intended recipients. In this case, they are likely to assume that the puffery conveys useful information to these recipients even if they do not understand its implications themselves. In contrast, suppose consumers believe they know as much or more about the product than the persons to whom the ad is directed. Then, they may believe that product descriptions whose implications they cannot understand are unlikely to be understood by anyone. In this event, therefore, they are likely to conclude that the descriptions are intended only to persuade, and they may react negatively to them (Petty and Cacioppo 1979) . Consequently, they may be less influenced by the ad than they would have been if the descriptions had not been provided. To formalize:
H1:
If consumers perceive themselves to know less about an advertised product than the individuals to whom an ad is primarily directed, the addition of puffery to the ad will increase their evaluations of the product.
H2:
If consumers perceive themselves to know as much or more about an advertised product than the individuals to whom an ad is primarily directed, the addition of puffery to the ad will decrease their evaluations of the product.
We considered two factors in evaluating these hypotheses. First, the ad was allegedly taken from either (a) a professional magazine that was read primarily by experts in the area to which the product pertained or (b) a popular magazine that was read by the general public. Second, we manipulated participants' perception of their knowledge about the product category relative to that of average consumers. This was done in two ways. In experiment 1, we asked participants to evaluate products with which they were more or less familiar on a priori grounds. In experiment 2, we directly manipulated participants' perceptions of their relative knowledge about the product by giving them feedback on a knowledge test.
All participants in our research (college students) were likely to consider themselves to be less knowledgeable than experts about the products we considered. Thus, they were expected to perceive that an ad from a professional magazine would provide information that experts would find useful. To this extent, inserting puffery into the ad should have a positive effect on their product evaluations, as implied by hypothesis 1. When the ad is taken from a popular magazine, however, this should only be true if participants believe they are less knowledgeable about the product than other consumers in the general population. Suppose participants perceive that they know as much or more about the type of product being advertised than consumers in general. Then, they are likely to infer that product descriptions whose implications they do not personally understand would not be understood by anyone and are intended only to persuade. In this case, the descriptions should decrease their evaluations of the product, as implied by hypothesis 2 (Papageorgis 1968; Petty and Cacioppo 1979) .
Further Considerations
The effects of the media context of an ad on the interpretation of puffery should be distinguished from its effects that are independent of the type of information conveyed. We noted earlier that the effect of an advertisement, like that of communications in general, can depend on perceptions of the credibility of its source. The source of an advertisement is the agency that constructs it and not the context in which it is encountered. It nevertheless seems likely that consumers' perception of the credibility of the information contained in a magazine as a whole will generalize to the advertisements contained in it. Then, if consumers perceive a professional magazine to be a generally credible source of information, they may be more persuaded by the ads contained in it than by ads that are found in a popular magazine. Moreover, this may be particularly true when consumers perceive that they have relatively little knowledge about the type of product being advertised. This tendency could occur independently of any effect that the ad's context might have on the interpretation of its content. In addition to confirming the influence of media context and participants' relative knowledge about the product on their interpretation of puffery, we obtained evidence of these direct effects of media context as well.
PRETESTING

Product Selection
In experiment 1, the participants' knowledge about the type of product being advertised was inferred from their prior experience with the product. Four categories of products were pretested: cleansing gel, facial masks, beer, and shaving foam. Eighty-three participants (44 males and 39 females) reported how knowledgeable they were about each of the four categories, using a scale from 0 (not at all knowledgeable) to 10 (extremely knowledgeable), and then indicated how often they used the product, using a scale from 1 (never) to 5 (very often). Finally, they read eight real brands of the product and indicated which brands they knew.
Based on these data, two product categories-cleansing gel and beer-were selected. Data pertaining to these categories are shown in the top half of table 1. Females reported having more knowledge about cleansing gel, used cleansing gel more frequently, and knew more real brands than males did. Correspondingly, males reported greater knowledge about beer, drank beer more often, and knew more real brands of beer than females did. Thus, pooled over males and females, participants' knowledge about the product category was not confounded with either gender differences or the particular product being judged.
Assessment of Relative Knowledge
We assumed that, although participants might vary in their perceptions of their knowledge relative to consumers at large, all participants would believe they knew less about the products than individuals with particular expertise in the product domain in question. To confirm this assumption, 30 male and 41 female students who did not participate in the main experiment were asked as part of a product survey to estimate how knowledgeable they were about cleansing gel compared to both (a) "consumers in general" and (b) typical readers of a professional beauty magazine whose mission was to provide medical consultation to beauty specialists. Analogously, they estimated their knowledge about beer relative to both consumers in general and the typical readers of a professional magazine that was targeted at beer manufacturers and beer lovers.
These judgments, on scales from Ϫ5 (less knowledgeable) to 5 (more knowledgeable), are shown in the bottom half of table 1 as a function of gender (males vs. females), product category (gel vs. beer), and the target of comparison (general consumers vs. experts), the latter two being withinsubjects variables. Both males and females reported having less knowledge compared to experts (M p Ϫ2.19) than compared to consumers in general (M p Ϫ0.14; F(1, 69) p 101.97, p ! .001). Moreover, an interaction of gender and product category (F(1, 69) p 51.41, p ! .001) confirmed our assumption that, regardless of the target of comparison, males feel that they have greater relative knowledge about beer than females do (Ϫ0.52 vs. Ϫ2.44) but females feel that they have greater knowledge about cleansing gel than males do (0.07 vs. Ϫ1.77). Finally, if we assume that the scale midpoint (0) indicates "equal knowledge," males believe they are relatively more knowledgeable about beer than consumers in general (M p 0.86); t(29) p 2.49, p ! .02), whereas females believe they are less so (M p Ϫ1.51); t(40) p Ϫ5.06, p ! .001). Correspondingly, females believe they are relatively more knowledgeable about gel than consumers in general (M p 0.90; t(40) p 3.09, p ! .005), whereas males believe they are less so (M p Ϫ0.80; t(29) p Ϫ2.24, p ! .05).
EXPERIMENT 1
To reiterate, we hypothesized that, when an ad is taken from a professional magazine, puffery would increase participants' product evaluations regardless of their personal knowledge about the type of product being advertised. This should also be true when the ad is taken from a popular magazine and participants consider themselves to be less knowledgeable about the product category than consumers in the population at large. If participants believe they are as or more knowledgeable about the product category than the typical consumer, however, puffery should decrease their product evaluations. Experiment 1 evaluated these possibilities.
Method
Subjects and Design. Two hundred and twenty-nine undergraduate students (104 males and 125 females) at Hong Kong University of Science and Technology participated to fulfill a course requirement. This experiment employed a 2 (gender: males vs. females) # 2 (product: beer vs. cleansing gel) # 2 (media context: professional magazine vs. popular magazine) # 2 (ad content: puffery vs. no puffery) betweensubjects design. Based on the pretest, we assumed that males but not females considered themselves relatively knowledgeable about beer, whereas females but not males considered themselves relatively knowledgeable about cleansing gel. Thus, pooled over males and females, perceptions of relative knowledge were not confounded with either gender differences or the product category involved.
Stimulus Materials. Advertisements were constructed for two products (see app. A). One ad was for Sol Beer, a brand that few participants knew. A picture of the product was presented along with a general description of the product that was clearly understandable. However, a separate paragraph on "Specialties" of the beer was added, referring to features (e.g., "European pilsen method," "Black Malt," and "Flaked Barley") that were assumed to constitute puffery. An analogous ad was constructed for M.D. Forte, an unfamiliar brand of cleaning gel, containing a picture of the gel and comprehensible product descriptions. However, information about "ingredients" was added, describing puffery characteristics (e.g., "Yucca schidigera extract," "Sebopur Complex").
Procedure. Participants in popular media context conditions were informed that they were going to take part in a survey conducted by You, which was a popular magazine with the mission of providing a multidimensional guide to shopping, food, and traveling that is useful to general readers. Participants in professional media context conditions were informed that they were going to take part in a survey conducted by a professional magazine. When the target product was beer, participants were informed that the ad was taken from All About Beer, a professional magazine for beer manufacturers and beer lovers. When the target product was gel, participants were informed that the ad was taken from Beauty Expert, a professional beauty magazine that provided medical consultation to beauty specialists and beauty salons. In each source condition, participants were told that a commercial advertisement taken from a previous issue of the magazine would be presented and that they should read the ad and answer the questions that followed. After reading the cover story and the ad to which they were assigned, participants reported how much they liked the product, using a scale from Ϫ5 (dislike very much) to 5 (like very much).
Results
Product ratings were analyzed as a function of media context, ad content, gender, and product type. Note that the in- teractive effect of gender and product type is alternatively interpreted as an effect of consumer knowledge. Two interactions involving these two variables were reliable, each of which is described in more detail later. No other effects of gender or product type were reliable, however (p 1 .10). In the analyses to be reported, therefore, males who read the ad for beer and females who read the ad for cleansing gel were combined to form a single group of knowledgeable consumers, whereas males who read the ad for gel and females who read the ad for beer were combined to form a group of unknowledgeable consumers.
Effects of Puffery. We predicted that inserting puffery into the ad would decrease participants' evaluations when the ad came from a popular magazine and participants perceived themselves to be relatively knowledgeable about the type of product being advertised but that it would increase participants' evaluations under each of the other three combinations of context and product knowledge.
Product evaluations are presented in table 2 as a function of consumer knowledge, ad content, and media context. Knowledgeable participants generally liked the product more than unknowledgeable participants did (1.10 vs. 0.39; F(1, 221) p 5.96, p ! .02). More relevant to our hypothesis, however, is the interaction of product knowledge, ad content, and media context. This interaction was significant (F(1, 221) p 4.21, p ! .05) and of the form we expected. When the ad came from a professional magazine, the addition of puffery increased evaluations of the product by both knowledgeable and unknowledgeable participants. This conclusion is confirmed by a main effect of ad content when the ad appeared in a professional magazine (F(1, 221) p 4.71, p ! .04). Puffery also increased evaluations by unknowledgeable consumers when the ad came from a popular magazine (.61 vs. Ϫ.55; M diff p 1.16; F(1, 221) p 4.42, p ! .04). However, it decreased product evaluations by knowledgeable consumers when the ad appeared in a popular magazine (.54 vs. 1.52; M diff p Ϫ.98; F(1, 221) p 2.85, p ! .10). The interaction of product knowledge and ad content when the ad came from a popular magazine was significant (F(1, 221) p 7.13, p ! .01).
Direct Effects of Media Context.
We speculated that consumers who perceived they had little knowledge about the product being advertised would use the context in which the ad was presented as a direct basis for judgment independently of the ad's content. That is, they would evaluate the product more favorably when the ad came from a professional magazine than when it came from a popular one. This was in fact the case. An analysis of data from these consumers alone indicates that they evaluated the product more favorably in general when it came from a professional magazine (M p 0.76) than when it came from a popular one (M p 0.03; F(1, 221) p 3.29, p p .07), and this was true both when the ad contained puffery (1.15 vs. 0.61) and when it did not (0.36 vs. Ϫ0.55).
Other Findings. Relatively knowledgeable consumers evaluated the products generally more favorably than unknowledgeable consumers when puffery was not contained in the ad (1.09 vs. Ϫ0.09; F(1, 221) p 8.13, p ! .005). Moreover, this difference was greater when the ad ostensibly appeared in a popular magazine (1.52 vs. Ϫ0.55) rather than a professional one (0.65 vs. 0.36), as indicated by an interaction of knowledge and source (F(1, 221) p 4.55, p ! .05). An interpretation of this finding is considered in more detail after the results of experiment 2 are reported.
Supplementary Data
Two related assumptions underlie our hypotheses. First, the interactive effects of knowledge level and media context on the impact of puffery are the result of differences in participants' perceptions that the ad is intended to be informative. Second, the negative effect of puffery on knowledgeable consumers' reactions to an ad is driven by their perception that the ad is intended only to persuade and not to be informative. Two sets of supplementary data were collected to confirm these assumptions.
Perceptions of Informativeness.
We assumed that consumers consider puffery to be potentially informative if they perceive themselves to have less knowledge about the type of product being advertised than other consumers whom the ad is intended to influence. Thus, they should consider it more informative if either (a) the ad is taken from a popular magazine and they believe they have relatively less knowledge about the product category than others in the general population or (b) the ad is taken from a professional magazine regardless of their personal knowledge about the product.
To verify this assumption, we assigned 62 undergraduate students (34 males and 28 females) to one of the eight conditions of a 2 (media context: popular magazine vs. professional magazine) # 2 (gender: male vs. female) # 2 (product category: cleansing gel vs. beer) between-subjects design. Participants were exposed to one of the two ads with puffery (see app. A). After reading the cover story and the ad to which they were assigned, participants were asked to judge the informativeness of the puffery (i.e., the "Ingredients" of the gel or the "Specialties" of the beer), using a scale from 0 (not at all informative) to 10 (very informative). They also estimated the appropriateness of the ad for the magazine in which it was contained, again using a scale from 0 (not at all) to 10 (very), and they also reported whether the ad would meet the taste of the magazine's target readers, also using a scale from 0 (no) to 10 (yes).
Our expectations were confirmed. Participants judged the puffery to be generally more informative when the ad appeared in a professional magazine (M p 5.80) than when it appeared in a popular magazine (M p 4.36; F(1, 58) p 8.73, p ! .005). However, the interaction of media context and product knowledge was also significant (F(1, 58) p 4.89, p ! .05). Data pertaining to this interaction, summarized in the top half of table 3, indicate that participants judged the puffery to be less informative when the ad appeared in a popular magazine and described a product about which they were knowledgeable (M p 3.47) than if it either appeared in a popular magazine but described a product about which they had little knowledge (M p 5.24) or appeared in a professional magazine regardless of whether they were knowledgeable about the product or not (6.00 vs. 5.60). A comparison of judgments under the first condition with judgments under the latter three conditions combined (3.47 vs. 5.61) was quite significant (F(1, 60) p 15.13, p ! .001).
Estimates of the appropriateness of the ad for the magazine in which it was contained were correlated .82 with estimates of whether the ad would meet the taste of the magazine's target readers. Responses to these items were averaged to form a single index of the appropriateness of the ad for the magazine in which it was found. The effects of context and knowledge, shown in the bottom half of table 3, paralleled their effect on informativeness. Although the main effect of context was significant (F(1, 58) p 10.27, p ! .005), it was qualified by an interaction of media context and knowledge level (F(1, 58) p 4.40, p ! .05). That is, although knowledgeable consumers judged the ad containing puffery to be more appropriate when it appeared in a professional magazine than when it appeared in a popular magazine (6.69 vs. 3.65; F(1, 58) p 13.53, p ! .001), unknowledgeable consumers judged the ad to be equally appropriate regardless of its media context (5.90 vs. 5.27). A comparison of judgments by knowledgeable consumers in popular magazine conditions with judgments under the other three conditions combined (3.65 vs. 5.95) was significant (F(1, 60) p 12.09, p ! .001).
Perceptions of Persuasive Intent. We assumed that all advertisements were perceived as intending to persuade but differed in the extent to which they were perceived to accomplish this by providing useful information about the product being advertised. That is, if participants perceived that the ad with puffery was intended to provide useful information, they would react to it positively and evaluate the advertised product more favorably. And if participants perceived that the ad was intended only to persuade, they would react negatively to it and evaluate the advertised product less favorably than they otherwise would. However, suppose the same product descriptions are communicated by a source whose objective is not to persuade. In this case, consumers may have no basis to infer whether the puffery descriptions have positive or negative implications. Consequently, they may simply ignore attribute descriptions they cannot understand and base their evaluations on the descriptions they find to be meaningful.
To evaluate this possibility, 38 male and 38 female students were told that we were interested in consumers' reactions to products described in Consumer Reports, which was described as an "independent nonprofit organization with a mission to work for fair marketing place" and as "the main channel through which objective information about products and services is communicated to the general public. It normally provides all of the information available about the products it describes." On this pretense, participants read information about both the beer and the cleansing gel in counterbalanced order. The attribute descriptions were identical to those presented in experiment 1. However, they were conveyed in a list in the absence of a picture. In some cases, only the informative attributes were presented, whereas in others, the puffery descriptions were added under a separate heading ("Ingredients" or "Specialties," in the case of gel or beer, respectively). Participants read each set of information and then estimated their liking for the product using a scale from Ϫ5 (dislike very much) to 5 (like very much). They also estimated the general informativeness of all attributes presented using a scale from 0 (not at all) to 10 (very).
Participants did not rate the product descriptions as any more informative when puffery-related attribute descriptions were provided (M p 6.47) than when they were not (M p 6.13; F ! 1). More important, an analysis of liking data indicated that, although participants liked the cleansing gel more than the beer (2.55 vs. 1.47; F(1, 71) p 17.74, p ! .001), no effects involving either product knowledge or ad content were significant (p 1 .10).
Thus, when puffery was presented in a context that was not intended to persuade but simply provided archival information, it had little effect on consumers' reactions to the product regardless of their personal knowledge about it. In this case, consumers apparently had no basis for inferring whether the puffery descriptions had positive or negative implications. As a result, they just ignored information whose implications they did not personally understand and based their judgments on the information whose implications were clear.
EXPERIMENT 2
A possible ambiguity in interpreting experiment 1 results from the fact that differences in consumers' perceptions of their relative knowledge about the product category were confounded with their actual knowledge about it. For example, females not only reported having greater knowledge about cleansing gel in comparison to consumers in general but also used cleansing gel more frequently and knew more real brands than males did. Correspondingly, males not only reported being more knowledgeable about beer in comparison to consumers in general, but they also drank beer more often and knew more brands of beer. It is therefore not clear whether participants' reactions to puffery were determined by their perceptions of their relative knowledge about the product category or perceptions of their actual knowledge independently of what others might know.
According to our conceptualization, consumers' selfperceptions of their actual knowledge and their perceptions of their relative knowledge have different effects. Consumers' perceptions of their relative knowledge affect their interpretation of the ad's content. That is, they influence the extent to which the puffery in the ad is perceived to be informative or only to persuade. However, consumers' perceptions of their actual knowledge influence their tendency to use the ad's context as a direct basis for judgment independently of its content. Although the results of experiment 1 were consistent with both of these possibilities, it was desirable to confirm our interpretation of these findings by manipulating participants' perception of their relative knowledge about the product category independently of their perception of actual knowledge about it.
Method
Subjects and Design. Two hundred and one undergraduate students at Hong Kong University of Science and Technology participated to fulfill a course requirement. They were assigned to one of the eight conditions of a 2 (media context: popular magazine vs. professional magazine) # 2 (ad content: puffery vs. no puffery) # 2 (relative knowledge: high vs. low) between-subjects design.
Procedure. All participants were informed that the present research was conducted by an advertising agency that had two primary interests. First, the agency wanted to know college students' general knowledge about fabrics. Second, it wished to obtain students' reactions to a particular clothing ad that it had recently created. On this pretense, participants first completed a Knowledge Assessment questionnaire containing 20 binary choice questions about fabrics. In high relative knowledge conditions, many of the questions were relatively easy (e.g., "Which fabric material is more wearable, jeans or linens?" "Which fabric is more expensive, cashmere or wool?"), but participants were told that more than 90% of previous respondents found the questions very difficult and could answer less than five questions correctly. In low relative knowledge conditions, many of the questions were difficult (e.g., "Leaf fiber and fruit fiber can be used to make fabrics. Which fiber is coarser?"). However, participants were told that more than 90% of previous respondents found them relatively easy and could answer more than 15 questions correctly. After responding to 20 questions, participants in both conditions were asked to estimate how many questions they had answered correctly and then to report their knowledge about fabrics from a scale running from Ϫ5 (less knowledge than ordinary consumers) to 5 (more knowledgeable than ordinary consumers).
Participants then went on to the second part of the experiment, which ostensibly concerned evaluations of a clothing ad. Participants in the popular media context condition were informed that the ad was advertised in You Magazine, which was described as in experiment 1. Participants in the professional media context condition were informed that the ad was advertised in Apparel Magazine, a professional magazine for fashion experts.
All participants then read an ad for a Red Mountain down vest. In the ad with no puffery, a picture of an orange down vest was presented against the background of a village covered with snow. One paragraph of comprehensible descriptions was presented below the picture. In the ad with puffery, however, a paragraph of "Fabrics" was added that described puffery ("Omni-Bloc HP Cyber Stretch," "FD Micro Guard Plus Lining," etc.; see app. B).
After reading the ad, participants indicated how much they liked the product on a scale from Ϫ5 (dislike very much) to 5 (like very much). Then, they indicated how knowledgeable they were about fabrics in general, again on a scale from 0 (not at all knowledgeable) to 10 (extremely knowledgeable). In addition, they reported how well informed they were about fabrics relative to other individuals, using a scale from Ϫ5 (not at all well informed) to 5 (extremely well informed).
Results
Manipulation Checks. Participants reported having greater relative knowledge in the high relative knowledge condition than in the low relative knowledge condition, and this was true both immediately after completing the knowledge questionnaire (0.25 vs. Ϫ1.56; F(1, 198) p 38.19, p ! .001) and at the end of the experiment (0.09 vs. Ϫ0.87; F(1, 198) p 13.27, p ! .001). However, their perception of actual knowledge was generally low and did not differ in the two knowledge conditions (3.73 vs. 3.42; p 1 .10). Thus, our manipulation influenced participants' perceptions of their knowledge relative to others but did not affect their perceptions of actual knowledge.
Effects of Puffery.
Mean evaluations are presented in table 4 as a function of consumers' relative knowledge, ad content, and source. Analyses of these data confirm the effects of puffery that we observed in experiment 1. The predicted three-way interaction of media context, relative knowledge, and ad content was again significant (F(1, 193) p 3.85, p ! .05). Furthermore, a comparison of the data in tables 2 and 4 indicates that, despite differences in the criterion for inferring relative knowledge and the type of product being evaluated, the effects of introducing puffery in the two studies were remarkably similar.
When the ad came from a professional magazine, introducing puffery into the ad increased product evaluations, and this was true regardless of participants' perceptions of their knowledge relative to the general public (1.85 vs. 0.89, when puffery was present vs. absent, respectively; M diff p 0.96). This difference was significant (F(1, 193) p 5.83, p ! .02) and did not depend on the participants' perception of their relative knowledge (F ! 1). Puffery also increased product evaluations when the ad came from a popular magazine and participants perceived their relative knowledge to be low (M diff p 0.98), although this increase was not significant (F(1, 193) p 2.48, p p .12). When participants perceived their relative knowledge to be high, however, adding puffery to the ad from a popular magazine decreased their evaluations (M diff p Ϫ1.07; F(1, 193) p 4.57, p ! .04). The interaction of ad content and relative knowledge when the source was a popular magazine was significant p ! .02). These (F(1, 193) p 6.59, data confirm those observed in experiment 1 under comparable conditions.
Direct Effects of Media Context.
As noted earlier, all participants in this study perceived themselves to have little knowledge about fabrics. To this extent, they should tend to use the type of magazine in which the ad was presented as a direct basis for judgment regardless of their perception of their knowledge relative to others. This was in fact the case. Participants evaluated the product more favorably when the ad came from a professional magazine (M p 1.37) than when it came from a popular magazine (M p 0.50; F(1, 193) p 9.59, p ! .01). Although this difference was somewhat greater when participants perceived their knowledge to be relatively low (1.61 vs. 0.25) than when they perceived it to be relatively high (1.13 vs. 0.75), this difference only approached significance (F(1, 193) p p ! .08). Thus, participants in this experiment, as in 3.06, experiment 1, appeared to use the type of magazine in which the ad appeared as a basis for judgment independently of the content of the ad itself.
Discussion
Experiment 2 confirmed our assumption that people's reactions to puffery are not influenced by their actual knowledge about the product or their perception of this knowledge per se. Rather, these reactions are influenced by their perception about how much knowledge they have about the product relative to that of individuals to which the ad was primarily directed. In experiment 1, participants' perception of their knowledge relative to others' was manipulated by varying the product category with which participants were familiar and, therefore, their personal knowledge about the type of product being advertised. In experiment 2, this perception was induced by manipulating participants' perceptions of others' knowledge without changing their beliefs about their own knowledge per se. The effects of our manipulations on the impact of puffery on judgments were virtually identical in each study.
Although participants' perceptions of their knowledge in relation to others influenced their interpretation of the puffery that was contained in the ads they considered, their perception of their actual knowledge appeared to have a more general impact. Participants who generally perceived that they had little knowledge about the product category evaluated the product more favorably when the ad came from a professional magazine. Furthermore, this was true regardless of the type of information the ad contained. This tendency was also evident in experiment 1 among participants who knew little about the type of product being advertised. Thus, both studies converge on the conclusion that, when participants perceive themselves to have generally little knowledge about the type of product they are considering, they tend to use the media context as a direct basis for judgment independently of the content of the ad itself.
An additional aspect of our findings may be worth noting. In the absence of puffery, participants' evaluations of a product that was advertised in a popular magazine were less favorable when their relative knowledge about the product category was low (M p Ϫ0.24) than when it was high (M p 1.28). A similar difference was evident in experiment 1 under comparable conditions (Ϫ0.55 vs. 1.52; see table 2). When the ad appeared in a professional magazine, however, the effect of knowledge on product evaluations in these conditions did not differ appreciably.
Although this difference was unexpected, it has a plausible explanation. Individuals typically make less extreme ratings along a category scale when they are not confident of the validity of these ratings (Zalesny 1990 ; for a theoretical basis for this difference and empirical support for it, see Wyer [1973] ). Individuals who believe they know relatively little about a product are likely to be cautious about making an extreme rating of it, and this may be particularly true if the information about it comes from a popular magazine whose ads are not always reliable. As a result, they may report relatively less extreme (i.e., less favorable) rat-ings of the product than they would otherwise make. Note that a corresponding difference was not apparent when the ads appeared in a professional magazine. Perhaps participants in this condition compared their knowledge to that of experts and felt relatively unconfident of their judgments regardless of their perception of their knowledge relative to peers. The failure to assess consumers' confidence directly requires that this interpretation be treated with caution. Be that as it may, this unexpected difference does not compromise our interpretation of the effects of relative knowledge on the impact of puffery, which are statistically independent of the difference.
Supplementary Data
The supplementary data we collected in experiment 1 provided evidence that, when participants received information from an unbiased source that was intended to provide archival information but not to persuade, participants appeared to ignore the attribute descriptions they did not understand, and so puffery had no effect at all. Thus, there was no evidence that individuals regarded the puffery as generally informative out of the context of the ads or the media in which they appeared. We reconfirmed this conclusion on the basis of supplementary data we collected in the present paradigm under conditions in which the product information presented was ostensibly selected at random.
Method. Seventy participants were assigned to one of the four conditions of a 2 (subjective relative knowledge: high vs. low) # 2 (ad content: puffery vs. no puffery) between-subjects design. After completing the same knowledge assessment questionnaires about fabric materials we administered in the main experiment, participants took part in a "Consumer Survey" that was ostensibly interested in understanding consumers' responses to different attributes of a product. Participants were instructed to read descriptions of a down vest that were randomly selected by a computer (Schwarz 1994 ) from a pool of attributes that characterized the type of product under consideration. The descriptions, which were conveyed in the absence of a picture, were identical to those presented in the main study. In one condition, only the informative attributes were presented. In a second condition, the puffery descriptions were added under a separate heading of "Fabrics."
Participants read the information they received and then reported their liking for the products, using a scale from Ϫ5 (dislike very much) to 5 (like very much). They also estimated the general informativeness of all attributes presented on a scale from 0 (not at all) to 10 (very). Finally, they judged the extent to which the descriptions provided useful information about the product, again using a scale from 0 (not at all) to 10 (very).
Results. Participants' reports of their knowledge relative to that of others were greater in high-knowledge conditions than in low-knowledge conditions, and this was true both immediately upon completing the knowledge assessment questionnaire (.03 vs. Ϫ1.56; F(1, 68) p 5.28, p ! .03) and at the end of the experiment (.23 vs. Ϫ1.00; F(1, 68) p 6.09, p ! .02). As in the main experiment, however, perception of actual knowledge was generally low and did not differ in the two knowledge conditions (4.06 vs. 3.50; p 1 .10).
Participants rated the computer-selected descriptions to be less useful when puffery descriptions were presented (M p 5.60) than when they were not (M p 6.50; F(1, 66) p 4.47, p ! .04), and this was true regardless of their perceptions of their relative knowledge (F ! 1). However, they did not consider the descriptions to be any more informative in the former condition than the latter (6.61 vs. 7.21; p 1 .10). More important, participants evaluated the product equally favorably when the puffery attributes were and were not presented (1.54 vs. 1.85, respectively; F ! 1), and this was true in both relative knowledge conditions; the interaction of knowledge and ad content was not significant (F ! 1). Although a failure to reject the null hypothesis does not guarantee that it is true, the effect of puffery in this condition was nonsignificantly in the opposite direction to what one would expect if the puffery were considered generally informative.
To provide further confirmation of our interpretation of these data, we performed a post hoc analysis of product evaluations in which computer context conditions was included along with the two media context conditions in the main study. This analysis yielded a significant interaction of context, puffery, and relative product knowledge (F(2, 259) p 3.03, p ! .05). Puffery had significantly less effect in computer context conditions (1.54 vs. 1.85, when puffery was present vs. absent, respectively) than in professional magazine conditions (1.85 vs. 0.58; F(1, 259) p 4.85, p ! .05), and this difference did not depend on relative product knowledge (p 1 .10). Thus, the effect of puffery in professional magazine conditions was not simply a result of participants' perception that the puffery was generally informative independently of its context. A comparison of computer context conditions with popular magazine conditions yielded an interaction of condition, puffery, and relative product knowledge (F(1, 259) p 4.43, p ! .05), indicating that the null effect of puffery in computer context conditions was between its effect on high-knowledge participants in popular magazine conditions (Ϫ0.21 vs. 1.28) and its effect on low-knowledge participants in these conditions (0.74 vs. Ϫ0.24).
Caution should be taken in interpreting these post hoc comparisons since the supplementary data and the data in the main experiment were collected at different points in time. It seems unlikely, however, that the effect of puffery would systematically depend on this difference. In any event, the comparisons are consistent with our conclusion that the results of the main experiment were not attributable to differences in the general informativeness of the puffery. Rather, the results are attributable to the effects of media context on interpretations of puffery.
GENERAL DISCUSSION
The use of puffery in advertisements is a common strategy. Our results show that, although this strategy can sometimes be beneficial, its effectiveness is limited. Specifically, it depends on participants' perception of their personal knowledge about the product category relative to that of other individuals that the ad is intended to influence. This perception, in turn, may depend on the type of media in which the ad appears as well as the type of product being advertised.
Our conceptualization of these effects assumes that consumers' reactions to an ad are influenced by two normative principles of communication. One principle, that communications are intended to be informative (Grice 1975) , is spontaneously invoked when people initially encounter a communication regardless of its source. The second principle, which is specific to advertisements, is that ads are intended to persuade consumers that the advertised product is worth buying. The latter principle may only be applied, however, when the content of the ad appears to violate the more general principles of communication assumed by Grice (1975) .
Thus, if consumers encounter an advertisement whose content is consistent with the Gricean principle of informativeness (i.e., it is easy to comprehend and conveys new information), they may accept its implications and evaluate the product accordingly, without considering the fact that the ad is intended to persuade. If, however, the ad contains product descriptions that consumers do not understand, they engage in more deliberative processing in order to construe its implications. Specifically, if they perceive that the ad is targeted at experts in the domain to which the product pertains, they assume that the information they do not understand would nonetheless be informative to the intended audience. They may also make this assumption if the ad is targeted at the general population but they personally feel less knowledgeable about the product than consumers at large. However, suppose consumers perceive themselves to be as or more knowledgeable than the individuals that the ad is intended to influence. Then, they are likely to assume that the descriptions they cannot understand would not be informative to anyone and is intended only to persuade. In this case, they may react negatively to the ad and evaluate the advertised product less favorably than they would if these descriptions were not provided.
Note, however, that individuals are only motivated to engage in this cognitive activity when general communication norms of informativeness and source specific communication norms of persuasiveness are applicable. If they believe that the attributes are presented by an unbiased source (e.g., Consumer Reports) or by a source to which neither communication norm is applicable (e.g., descriptions are randomly selected by a computer), participants may simply ignore descriptions whose implications they personally do not understand. Then, as indicated by the supplementary data we obtained in experiments 1 and 2, puffery has little effect at all over and above the informative descriptions.
At the same time, some caution should be taken in overgeneralizing the specific pattern of findings we observed. This pattern may depend in part on the nature of the puffery. For example, the puffery we employed in our studies could plausibly be seen as informative. If the puffery's meaninglessness is more obvious, however, a higher degree of uncertainty about its implications might be necessary for it to have a positive influence. The effects of different types of meaningless information on product evaluations under the conditions we investigated may be worth examining.
Direct Influences of Media Context on Judgments
Other processes may come into play in the conditions we investigated. For example, consumers who feel personally unknowledgeable about the product being advertised appeared to use the context in which the ad occurs as a direct basis for judgment independently of the ad's content. Thus, they attach greater credibility to an ad if the ad appears in a professional magazine than if the ad appears in a popular magazine, and they evaluate the advertised product more favorably in the former case. This tendency, which was evident in both experiments, is consistent with evidence that people use the source of a message as a basis for judgment when they are unable or unmotivated to evaluate the message content (Chaiken 1987; Petty and Cacioppo 1986) . However, a distinction should be made between the source of a message and the context in which the message appears. Although the effects of source credibility have been investigated extensively (Johnson et al. 2005 ), our research is among the first to consider the effect of media context on interpretations of ad content.
This does not mean, however, that media context is used as a heuristic. Individuals presumably use a heuristic as a simplifying basis for judgment instead of engaging in more extensive processing. If media context were used as a heuristic in our studies, it should have decreased participants' consideration of the communication's content. This was not the case. Rather, the context in which the ad appeared had both a direct effect on evaluations and an indirect effect through its impact on how the message content was interpreted. In other words, media context was simply used as an additional source of information, being weighted more or less heavily depending on participants' knowledge about the product being advertised.
In this regard, other heuristic criteria that might potentially have been applied had little impact. One might speculate, for example, that unknowledgeable consumers apply an "amount of information" heuristic, evaluating the product more favorably when more attribute descriptions are contained in the ad, independently of the nature of these descriptions. This could account for the effect of adding puffery when participants felt relatively unknowledgeable about the product. However, it could not account for the negative impact of adding puffery when participants perceived themselves to be more knowledgeable than others. The failure for puffery to have an impact on judgments when the information ostensibly came from an unbiased source (e.g., Consumer Reports or a computer) also calls this interpretation into question.
Other Considerations
Our research may also be worth considering in the context of other theory and research on communication and persuasion in consumer behavior. Several recent studies, for example, have explored the factors that are likely to activate consumers' sensitivity to marketers' ulterior motives. (For a review, see Campbell and Kirmani [2008] .) These tactics include flattery (Campbell and Kirmani 2000) , the use of rhetorical questions (Ahluwalia and Burnkrant 2004) , and expensive default options (Brown and Krishna 2004) . The present research identified another factor that may activate persuasion knowledge: perceptions that the message content violates normative principles of informativeness. Moreover, little is known about the influence of topic knowledge on the effectiveness of persuasion (Campbell and Kirmani 2008) . To this extent, our analysis of the role of self-perceived knowledge in the impact of puffery, or in other forms of misleading advertising (Kardes, Kim, and Lim 1994) , may be of value in conceptualizing this influence.
The addition of puffery to an advertisement could potentially have other effects than those we considered in the present research. For example, it could distract individuals from attending to the more objectively relevant information, thereby diluting its impact (Hall, Ariss, and Todorov 2007 ; see also Tetlock, Lerner and Boettger 1996) . This possibility could not account for the different effects of the media context we observed in the present experiments. Nevertheless, the conditions in which adding puffery has a distracting influence are clearly worth investigating.
APPENDIX A STIMULUS MATERIALS FOR EXPERIMENT 1
FIGURE A1
CLEANSING GEL AD WITH PUFFERY NOTE.-Color version available as an online enhancement.
FIGURE A2
BEER AD WITH PUFFERY NOTE.-Color version available as an online enhancement.
APPENDIX B STIMULUS MATERIAL FOR EXPERIMENT 2
FIGURE B1
VEST AD NOTE.-Color version available as an online enhancement.
